It is a commonplace of Russian literary and intellectual history of the past two centuries that state domination of the major social institutions-including the Church and political associations-has led to the transfer of some of their functions to imaginative literature. To recall Herzen, in a country where "the people is deprived of social freedom, literature is the sole pulpit from the height of which the cry of the people's indignation and conscience makes itself heard."' In other words, goes the familiar argument, authority that otherwise would have been vested in nonliterary social institutions has accrued to Russian letters.2 These and similar assertions are based on an implicit comparison of the Russian case with its Western European suspended.6 But emancipation, or autonomy, from such a system of ideological patronage also implied an emancipation from the objectifying power of the great institutions and, with that, a radical uncertainty about the status, function and meaning of a work of art. To recall an expression from Vasilii Rozanov's By the Church Walls, the artist could no longer lean against the walls, be they the Church or the Palace, which had provided him with steadying support for centuries. This absence prompted the ever-escalating claims of modern authors for their art, a phenomenon that has been convincingly interpreted as a form of epistemological compensation for the fundamental uncertainty of the artist's modern condition. One such interpretation, with a venerable Hegelian pedigree, belongs to the German philosopher, Hans-Georg Gadamer:
In the nineteenth century every artist lived with the knowledge that he could no longer presuppose the former unproblematic communication between himself and those among whom he lived and for whom he created. The nineteenth-century artist does not live in a community but creates for himself a community as is appropriate to his pluralistic situation. Openly admitted competition combined with the claim that his own particular form of expression and his own particular artistic message is the only true one, necessarily gives rise to heightened expectations. This is in fact the messianic consciousness of the nineteenth-century artist, who feels himself to be a "new savior" with a claim on mankind. He proclaims a new message of reconciliation and as a social outsider pays the price for this claim, since with all his artistry he is only an artist for the sake of art.7
The all-too-well-documented story of Nikolai Gogol's struggle to reconcile the opposite poles of his writing-the comical and the redemptive, as first spelled out in his short play, After the Performance (Teatral'nyi raz"ezd)-can serve as one of the most telling Russian illustrations of the phenomenon summarized by Gadamer.8 Another factor contributing to the emergence of modern literature in the West was the division of writing into two strictly segregated orders: one of scholarship (historiography, philosophy, and so on), the other of imaginative literature. Ultimately, the division served to legitimize scholarship's claim to truth and objectivity, circumscribing poetry and narrative fiction to a cultural space with more flexible conventions of narrative, rhetoric and naturalization.9 In Russia this process emerged Just as the fragmentation of writing into distinct orders of truth and fiction tended to dissociate Western authors of imaginative literature from important traditional sources of legitimacy and thereby weaken the customary veneration of the written word, so the artists' entry into the market place as individual purveyors of a particular product raised the specter of commodification of literature, intensifying as never before the need for the justification of art. A curious economy of writing was emerging at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century. "Once a system of ownership for texts came into being," wrote Michel Foucault in his now famous essay, "What Is an Author," the possibility of transgression attached to the act of writing took on, more and more, the form of an imperative peculiar to literature. It is as if the author, beginning with the moment at which he was placed in the system of property that characterizes our society, compensated for the status that he thus acquired by rediscovering the old [medieval] bipolar field of discourses, systematically practicing transgression and thereby restoring danger to a writing which was now guaranteed the benefits of ownership.13 had first of all to consist of a rigorous de-rhetoricization. The de-rhetoricization of historical thinking was an effort to distinguish history from fiction, especially from the kind of prose fiction represented by the romance and the novel. The effort was, of course, a rhetorical move in its own right, the kind of rhetorical move that Paolo Valesio calls 'the rhetoric of anti-rhetoric'" (Hayden White, " could act in its name replaced the divine right of the autocracy; and, finally, the autocracy's concession to the modern notion of popular sovereignty ("Nationality") found its counterpart in the intelligentsia's populist messianic nationalism.
Even subjects that were ostensibly distant from the issue of power struggle tended to find expression in the vocabulary of the autocratic state. To offer an example, Pushkin's affirmation of the autonomy of a modern poet, "For a Poet" ("Poetu," 1830), shows just how radically this involved signifier of the Russian imperial state and church could be dislodged from its original pedestal. The thought of the poem is plain enough and hardly rises above the stock romantic notion of a selfsufficient genius. But the rhetorical tension that informs the piece-a potent mixture of revolutionary, autocratic and ecclesiastical vocabularies-is quite striking and demands a special attention. Examined in terms of its rhetoric, the poem begins to tell a singular story, one about the appropriation by poetry of the sacred language of the Revolution, the Church and, perhaps most intriguing, the autocratic state.
The opening line, for all intents and purposes, inverts the democratic political slogan: Equally important, the poem demonstrates that the religious background of the Russian nobility during the reign of Nicholas I, however impious its members claimed to have been, should be neither overlooked nor underestimated.35 Even if their appeal to religious symbolism was merely formal and did not stem from devotion, the symbolic vocabulary and grammar they were using resonated audibly with the Russian Orthodox Christianity of their day. This alone could not but affect how their system of beliefs and practices was then and would subsequently be perceived. The ease with which death, regardless of the patent profanity of its cause, could prompt a gestural mimesis evocative of Christian sanctity is nothing short of remarkable.
With only limited attention paid to theological speculation and, especially, in the absence of jealous controls over the holy (both had been decisive for Western where is this mimetic element more apparent than in the proverbial "kenotic" strand in Russian Orthodox culture, with its stress on meekness, suffering and humility. Martyrdom (podvizhnichestvo and/or muchenichestvo) is an institution that is by no means unique to Orthodox Christianity.38 Nor is it synonymous with the "kenotic" set of practices, for the latter occupy only a limited space on the continuum of Christian saintliness, with one extreme dominated by purposive, result-oriented action, and the other focused on mimesis, as it were, for its own sake-namely, imitation of Christ. For obvious reasons, this latter, most theatrical, exemplary form of imitation (I use both "theatrical" and "imitation" in a value-neutral sense) tends to be limited to the specifically human, humble aspect of Christ, be it the lowering of his divine self (condescending) in the merriment of Cana of Galilee or the pain, death and the debasement of the Crucifixion. Barely a decade after Tiutchev, Alexander Herzen applied the principle of what I would like to call kenotic mimesis to the history of modern Russian literature in a book written in French and curiously entitled Du development des idees revolutionaires en Russie, implying, first, that "revolutionary ideas" had universal validity and applicability and, second, that certain events and processes in Russia-first and foremost, the development of the belles lettres-must be seen as a continuing elaboration of these ideas. By citing the example of Russian literature, Herzen was hoping to convince his French interlocutors that Russian society was not only sufficiently mature as such but that it had long ago discovered the new religion of socialism and was now well into its Apostolic age:
The history of our literature is either a martyrologue or a registry of penal servitude. Even those for whom the government has shown mercy die; having barely blossomed, they hasten to part with life.
La sotto giorni brevi i nebulosi Nasce una gente a cui il morir non duole.
Ryleev was hanged by Nicholas. Pushkin was killed in a duel at the age of thirty-eight. Griboedov was treacherously killed in Teheran. Lermontov was killed in a duel at the age of thirty [sic] in the Caucasus. Venevitinov was killed by the [aristocratic] society at the age of twenty. Kol'tsov was killed by his family at the age of thirty. Belinskii was killed at the age of thirty-five by hunger and want. Baratynskii died after his twelve-year long exile... "Woe is to the people who stone their prophets," declares the Scripture. But the Russian people has nothing to fear, for there is nothing worse than its own fate.39
Naively rhetorical as this passage may sound today, with its staccato of incantations, it shows the enormous effectiveness of the mimetic, performative strategy for the legitimation of literary authorship, for it is not the work of the author that is emphasized here but the ostensibly theatrical "gesture" of the poet being martyred before the public's very eyes. Moreover, this gesture, which originally had functioned as a means of framing literary authorship as a socially prestigious occupation, was now being used by the society itself as proof of its own maturity and virtue. Herzen's somewhat padded martyrologue was displayed as the bona fides of Russia's revolutionary nationalism.
Whether Herzen succeeded in persuading the international revolutionary fraternity that Russia was ripe for socialism is beside the point here. More important in the long run, Herzen's schemata made it possible for literature to function as a convincing index of the society's progress toward the messianic age of socialism, and for the writer's biography to fuse with a narrative of martyrdom. In the course of a decade or so this schemata became adopted by the Russian intelligentsia as one of its most satisfying myths. For Gogol the artist, as the novella shows, veneration of icons was an immediate, palpable and urgent proof of the capacity of art-to paraphrase Thomas a Kempisto be in itself certain and true. In the modern disenchanted world of Gogol's story, where money can be an equivalent of any object, a portrait of a usurer becomes itself a usurer, showering the artist with gold, rendering transparent the spiritual degradation of the artist in a market economy. Only by locking himself up in an Orthodox monastery and immersing himself in the rigorous discipline of the traditional icon painting could Gogol's artist restore his soul and render his art transparent to God's will. However satisfying in a story, such a traditional solution to the problem of the authority of art in the modern world could not have a wide appeal among Russian artists and writers. But the pathos that animated Gogol's story was irresistible, and before long, Gogol's literary descendants began to search for ways to make secular art both holy and true.
Unlike medieval Russia, where the icon dominated, if not monopolized, pictorial representation, modern Russia gave free play to both the Eastern and Western order of visual representation, thereby offering a legitimate perspective on the icon as a "work of art." But the reverse was also true, and these holy "art objects" began to serve as the proverbial tall order for the writer. Early on in the history of Russian modernism, after writers had assimilated Nietzsche's famous announcement regarding God, and Tolstoy's regarding art, the intensity of disenchantment forced Russian poets in the Symbolist movement to seek justification outside the sphere of modern, autonomous art. Their solution was to model their creation on the duality of the Orthodox icon which to modern eyes served as proof positive for the possibility of a new religion-art. 43 Granted, their efforts to ensure, a la Thomas a Kempis, that their fables would be in themselves certain and true failed in the sense that the poets had not produced a new world religion. But they were highly successful in sustaining the tradition of Russian literary authorship as a social practice of charismatically endowed holy men of the post-perestroika Russia will be able to resist the temptation of this venerable tradition of bonding together power and beauty, authority and faith, with the cement of martyrdom-only time will tell. But what an outrageous farce it would be if, after having gone through the tragic phase in the nineteenth century and the absurd, tragicomic one in this, Russian writers fail to lower the curtain on one of modernity's most enchanting, brutal and, at long last, most predictable dramas.
